61.
The Future of Methodist Publishing
Purpose

This report comes jointly from the mph Board and the Methodist Council. It proposes the full integration of the publishing activities of mph into the Connexional Team. 

Background

As set out in the mph report elsewhere in the Conference Agenda [Item 41], in recent years mph has had a number of distinct lines of business.  It has published the official documents of the Methodist Church under the Methodist Publishing House imprint.  It has published serious theological titles under the Epworth Press imprint, by the specific direction of the Conference, and more popular spiritual, devotional and informative titles under the Inspire imprint. It has operated the bookshop in Methodist Church House, and acted as a retailer of its own and selected other titles through catalogues and its website.  It has provided a fulfilment service (warehousing, order management and despatch) for a number of other Christian publishers, and certain ad-hoc mailing and printing services to the Connexional Team and to the wider church. 
It is now apparent that every one of these activities was making heavy losses, and had been doing so for a long time. 

Following its consideration of the business issues arising from these serious financial problems facing mph, the mph Board agreed to take a number of immediate steps, as set out in its report. These included the closure of the bookshop at Methodist Church House and the cessation of providing fulfilment and retail services for agencies outside the control of the Methodist Church.

Core purpose of publishing

The mph Board and the Methodist Council have both recognised that mph has always had the fundamental purpose of serving the Methodist Church. Its priorities could therefore only be stated in the context of the church as a whole, and, in recent years, in relation to the Connexional Team in particular. The Board and the Council therefore agreed that there must at the very least be an agency for managing the production and distribution of publications which the church initiates, in a variety of media.  Historically, responsibility for this has been divided between mph and the Communications Office at Methodist Church House.  The Board and the Council have therefore re-affirmed the urgent need for a fully integrated service of Methodist publishing that was expressed in the Project 7 report entitled mph and the Connexional Team – a way forward (the recommendations of which were adopted by the 2006 Conference). 

The Board and the Council have also agreed that it is appropriate that such an integrated service of Methodist publishing should be focused on certain core purposes, which can only be determined in the light of the needs of the whole church.

It was the Board’s view that those core purposes fell under three headings.

· The production and distribution of “official” publications of the church – ranging from Minutes of Conference and CPD to posters, diaries and departmental publications.

· The production and distribution of “books and other publications which contribute to the advance of theological, biblical, historical and related studies or are generally of an educational nature”  [SO 242(4)]. Historically, this has been the remit of the Epworth Press imprint.

· The production and distribution of books and other publications which contribute to the devotional life, learning, social witness and outreach of Christians both within the Methodist Church and across the wider ecumenical community.  The inspire imprint was established in 2004 to address this need.

The Board’s view was supported by others in discussions with members of the Connexional Team and the Strategy and Resources Committee (SRC), and was subsequently endorsed by the Methodist Council. 

The Board and the Council believe that this proposal for the integration of some of the activities currently undertaken by mph with those currently undertaken by the Team is based on the understanding that they share a common purpose of serving the communications and publications needs of the Church.  It is also recognised that all publications produced by mph or the Connexional Team or other bodies on behalf of the Church (be they official church publications; academic/educational material [e.g. Epworth Press]; popular devotional/inspirational resources [e.g. Inspire imprint, the in Your Pocket series]; or subscription publications [eg Epworth Review, Upper Room]) must serve the Church’s priorities and be based on informed commercial decisions.  There is therefore a need to ensure that all material is properly market researched (not only commercially, but in the general sense of whether people feel the need for resources to be produced and want to use them when they are) and then marketed (both commercially and in the general sense of making people aware of the existence of what is produced and of how they might use it). The proposal for integration would assist this. 

Authority to publish

The mph Board believe that responsibility for determining what is published in the name of the Methodist Church, and for ensuring that the costs of publication and distribution are covered, should lie within the normal management structure of the Connexional Team and the Team’s normal accountability to the governance bodies of the Church.  Again, this view was supported in discussions with members of the Connexional Team and with the SRC, and was subsequently endorsed by the Methodist Council.

It is recognised that this is directly relevant to the findings and recommendations of the “Project 7” study, which were accepted by the Conference in 2006.  That study highlighted some of the problems which had been experienced in the working relationship between mph and the Connexional Team, and recommended the fuller integration of the publishing activities of the two parties.  Although ways have been sought since 2006 to improve this working relationship, the specific proposals for integration contained in the Project 7 report have not been adopted, largely because of the management difficulties being experienced by mph.

As indicated in the mph report to Conference, a significant issue has been that mph has been bearing costs which the Board believes should rightly fall on the budgets of the originators of publications, where these costs cannot be recovered through sales.  Loss-making activities (such as the provision of ‘free’ resources to and for the Church) may be justified, but if so they need to be clearly costed and explicitly underwritten.  The losses at mph have represented, in part, the cost to the Methodist Church of providing materials free of charge to churches and to individuals.

The way ahead

The mph Board and the Methodist Council now bring to the Conference the recommendation that mph should cease to exist as a separate entity within the Connexional structure, and that steps should now be taken to place responsibility for all aspects of Methodist Publishing centrally in the Connexional Team.  The Council has authorised initial planning work for this to go ahead, and specific organisational proposals have been developed.

It is recognised that the process of integration will take some time.  There will need to be detailed work to identify how and at what cost the essential elements of Methodist publishing can be brought within the Connexional Team.  Creating such a single, integrated structure will, however, have implications for job descriptions in the reconfigured Team which will require further work in the coming connexional year as the reconfigured Team is established.  Similarly, proper attention needs to be paid to the details of the management arrangements for the various activities either owned by or related to mph. 
It is therefore further recommended that the process of integration begin immediately with a view to it being completed by 31 August 2009. Amendments to the Standing Orders concerning the Methodist Publishing House (mph) will therefore be brought to the Conference of 2009.

As part of that process of integration it is proposed that the relatively small number of mph staff required to handle the sales, warehousing and despatch of publications, and the accounting for these activities, will transfer to Methodist Council employment, and will become part of the Connexional Team, although, for practical reasons, this work may continue to be carried out in Peterborough, where valuable working arrangements with service suppliers (e.g. printers) have already been negotiated.

Other matters to be addressed include the future of the inspire imprint.  Together with other material currently produced by the Connexional Team, inspire should be seen as primarily serving the outreach, teaching and devotional priorities of the Methodist Church.  However, it is difficult to justify such publishing at the expense of significant financial losses.  The future of this imprint should therefore be decided and planned in conjunction with the Connexional Team.

Similarly, decisions also have to be made about the future support of certain subscription publications which mph handles – notably Epworth Review and Upper Room.  These are also being addressed with the Connexional Team.

The Board and the Council have affirmed that Epworth Press has an important role to play in supporting the work of the church, and noted that it could not be discontinued without the approval of Conference.  It was agreed that urgent steps should be taken to market the publications and restore the imprint at least to a break-even position. It is recommended that the Epworth Press Editorial Committee become a committee appointed by the Conference to report to the Methodist Council and to work within budgets authorised on behalf of the Conference by the Council.  An amendment to Standing Orders to effect this is brought below.
It is important to recognise that the proposed organisational change is not designed to solve all mph’s financial problems, although placing responsibility where budgets can be controlled will undoubtedly help.  Key to the future success of Methodist publishing will be the need to ensure, through appropriate publicity and marketing, that both the “captive” Methodist market and the wider ecumenical one contribute healthily to sales revenues. 

It is clear that it will take time and effort for sales revenues to be increased to the point where all publishing costs are covered.  The mph Board has agreed that it would be appropriate for uncommitted mph reserves (expected to be between £1.5 million and £2 million after mph liabilities have been met) to be used to underwrite additional costs incurred by the Connexional Team in connection with publishing for a limited period, and in particular through the process of integration.

***RESOLUTIONS

61/1.
The Conference adopts the report.

61/2.
The Conference amends Standing Orders as follows:

242
Methodist Publishing House

…..

(4)
The board shall be responsible for maintaining the Epworth Press imprint for books and other publications which contribute to the advance of theological, biblical, historical and related studies or are generally of an educational nature, and shall make adequate provision in the budget for the purpose.

…

243
Epworth Press Editorial Committee. (1) There shall be an editorial committee of the Methodist Publishing Housefor the Epworth Press imprint for books and other publications which contribute to the advance of theological, biblical, historical and related studies or are generally of an educational nature.

(2) The committee shall consisting of eight members appointed by the Conference, of whom not less than three shall be ministers and not less than three shall have knowledge of current academic theology.


(2)(3) The Conference shall appoint one of the members of the committee to be its chair.


(3)(4) The committee shall report to the Methodist Council and shall be responsible for selecting titles for publication under the Epworth Press imprint, subject to available finance within budgets authorised by the Methodist Council on behalf of the Conference. , under the Epworth Press imprint.


(4) The committee shall also, at the request of the board, advise on other material submitted for publication and on general editorial policy.
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